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What in the world are we doing talking about grief in the middle of August?
The first answer is that the Scripture texts assigned for today invite us into grief. "Out of the depths I cry to thee," the Psalmist writes. Grief rises from the depths of pain. So we have to listen to the agony of King David whose son Absalom has been killed. We speak of grief today because these texts lead us to look grief in the face. 
We also know that August is a transition time. Transition times always take us from endings to beginnings, so grief is involved. Public school classes started this past week, and that means many of us grieve the loss of the lazy days of summer. Some of our young people are heading to college; our children and youth are back in school. The pace of life is beginning to speed up again. It’s a time of grief— large grief for some, small grief for others; intense for some, moderate for others. 
But grief is a part of our life. As I started to prepare this sermon, I remembered that there is also significant grief attached to this month. August 6 and 8 mark the anniversaries of the American bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, killing 150,000 people and injuring many more. We have a tragic history of grief associated with August. 
In our current daily life we must deal with grief because, in so many ways, we are people who continually experience losses. Every year when we send our children to school, there is a twinge of loss as we watch them leave home, a little older than last year. We’re glad to see them grow up, but we grieve a little at their advancement to the next age group. Then as adults, we experience our losses. Our children move out. We experience a loss of our own youth, loss of health, loss of jobs, loss of status, loss of childhood, loss of adolescence, loss of relationships. We move into later adult years, and we experience a loss of involvement, a loss of influence, loss of youthful illusions, a loss of life-partners, and on and on. Life is a series of losses.
We may prefer to be upbeat and cheerful all the time. But throughout our life, we have a lot of grief work to do. If we don’t learn to grieve, we are sunk--- literally! Unresolved grief can pull us down into depression. Unresolved grief can keep us tied to the past, unable to move ahead. Last Sunday we listened to members of our youth group—teen-agers-- talking about the various summer youth conferences they attended. Some of them said that they cried a lot while they were away. They said they cried mostly over changes they face. Someone is moving away; someone is leaving the group and going to college. Grief. Tears.
But there is also a part of us that wants to cover up the grief. We don’t like to cry. It’s embarrassing to cry. It’s un-macho to cry. Many of us are socialized to silence the grief. "Stop crying now. It’s going to be alright."
Too often we survive by numbness. If we stay numb to the pain, we can keep on with business as usual. But the biblical witness is clear that we must speak the pain to allow God to meet us in the pain. That’s why David’s lament for his dead son Absalom always moves me to the edge of tears. Here is wrenching grief. David is inconsolable: "My child, my child. My son, my son. Would that I had died in your place." (2 Samuel 18:33) You can feel the ache in his words.
Here David is not only speaking his own grief; he is echoing God’s grief. God is a grieving God! William Sloane Coffin was chaplain at Yale and later minister of Riverside Church in New York. When his son died an untimely death at age 23, Coffin said, "When he died in that car, God’s heart was the first to break." If we are all God’s children, what response would we expect from God except grief --- tears and anguish? When Jesus died, God’s heart was the first to break. Our grief reflects God’s grief. 
That’s why the Psalmist is teaching us to speak the pain: Psalm 130 says it: "Out of the depths I cry to thee, God." The Psalms often speak of "the Pit," meaning the place of pain, those experiences of life that we say are "the pits" The times we feel abandoned, lonely, helpless, powerless. At these times the outpouring of raw pain is the way we pray. Listen to the prayers of the psalmist: "How long, O Lord, must I endure this pain." (Psalm 13) "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me." (Psalm 22) "My soul is full of troubles, God…I am in the depths of the Pit." (Psalm 88)
We’ve all had moments like that. But we’d rather not be depressed, so we try to find distractions to pull us away from the pain. We may look for numbing agents--- alcohol, drugs, or going shopping. We don’t like pain, so we find ways not to go there. But our faith keeps calling us to enter the pain, to feel it, express it, and find out what it is trying to teach us. Unless we go through the pain, there is no path to newness. The only way out is through.
This is why the prayer vigils against violence we hold in Durham are so important. We organize a vigil, a little circle of people, who meet at the site of each violent death in the city. This past week we held two vigils, for the 22nd and 23rd persons murdered this year. Their names are Anthony Peaks and Rodney O’Dell Bryant. 
Members of this congregation are often present for these 30 minute services.
We read the Scripture, and we pray. And various members of the family of the deceased person will speak their pain—and their faith. This week as we met in the 500 block of E. Main Street, someone read Psalm 130: "Out of the depths I cry to thee, O Lord."
Why do we hold these vigils? We want to support the family, we want to share in the grief, and we want to pray for an end to gun violence. We’ve got a long way to go, because there seems to be something terribly wrong in the soul of our city. But it’s a problem that belongs to all of us. As someone said, "We’re all in the same boat in Durham. If there is a hole in the boat anywhere in Durham, all of us are affected." 
It is my belief that these vigils are crucial for all of us. I never underestimate the power of a group of people gathering to weep and pray. Walter Brueggemann calls it "the public processing of pain." If we can help each other grieve --together, and then we make possible a release of energy. That energy can be a powerful agent for change and new beginnings. Grief that is expressed provides a path to change and new beginnings. 
Consider the civil rights movement. It began with a group of people gathering to express the pain of discrimination and injustice. Black people had to go to the back of the bus. They could not eat in restaurants. They went to separate schools. But when this pain began to be expressed, they held hands and prayed, and look what happened. Out of the pain came the most significant social change in the history of this country --- segregated schools and public facilities were dismantled. It all happened because of the public processing of pain. If we do not get the pain out, no change can happen --- personal or social change.
We can look at other examples such as the rise of the Mothers against Drunk Driving organization. Through the public processing of pain, mothers who lost a child have channeled their grief into action. They have taken on the task of bringing intense awareness to the problem of drunk driving. Tougher laws have resulted. The same can be said for the change brought about in the attitudes toward smoking. When 400,000 people die every year as a result of cigarette smoking, that’s a lot of grief. And now the grief energy has moved into courtrooms and board rooms, and change is happening. Grief leads to change.
The same kind of change, we hope, is underway in our attitude toward handguns and killing. We’ve reached a point where killing people has become accepted. We’ve become numb to the pain. But if there’s no grief, no outrage, there is no change. The task of faith is to stop the numbness, to open up the grief and pain, so the pain can be publicly processed. We’ve seen some of that pain released in the aftermath of the Littleton, Colorado school massacre. We’ve seen some of that pain released in the Million Mom March in Washington this past May. That gathering was "public processing of pain.". And change is beginning to happen. Next week we will be asking Durham Congregations in Action to adopt a resolution urging members of these 57 congregations to remove handguns and assault weapons from our homes and vehicles. There are too many guns available to young people. And the more guns, the less safe we are. 
The change we seek is to help our community move closer to God’s dream. The Beloved Community is God’s dream---where we live in safety as brothers and sisters. Pain can be a path to God. Pain expressed opens the path to God’s dream. Pain unites us with others. At the Durham vigils, we meet grieving people we’ve never seen before. And the barriers of race and class disappear. There is solidarity in pain. That solidarity can lead to enormous personal, social and political change. It can lead us toward God’s Beloved Community.
God needs our help. God needs us to help do God’s work. We are partners with God, and God is counting on us to help make the Kingdom, the reign of God, a reality. One of the ways we can help bring an end to violence, an end to senseless deaths, is through the gut-wrenching process of grief. In the presence of other people, get the pain out! In the process there is a release of energy for new life, for healing, for new beginnings, and new public policies.
"Out of the depths I cry to thee, O Lord. Hear my voice." (Psalm 130) The person is begging God: "Pay attention to me. Help me. Help us."
And gradually you can see the pain carving a path. "I wait for the Lord, and in God’s word I hope…For with the Lord there is steadfast love…and great power to redeem." Call that a great power for change.
None of this faith, hope and courage could ever happen unless the grief is expressed. 
"Blessed are they who grieve….for they shall be comforted." (Matthew 5: 4) And ….they will find the path to new life.
So may it be. Amen.
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